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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The present study aims to investigate several factors influencing elementary 

school students’ listening comprehension. Thus, in this chapter, previous studies of 

factors affecting listening comprehension are reviewed in section 2.1. Four variables 

investigated in the present study, including the effects of visual cues, as well as the 

influence of different text types, hierarchy of topic familiarity, and the number of 

years of learning are discussed in the following sections: section 2.2 about visual cues, 

section 2.3 about text types, section 2.4 about the degree of topic familiarity, and 

section 2.5 about the number of years of learning. Three related studies of listening 

comprehension, visual cues, text types, and the number of years of learning (as in 

section 2.6) are presented. By studying more thoroughly into the four related studies, 

more ideas about the investigation of the factors about listening comprehension can be 

gained. Finally, a summary of the literature review will be given in section 2.7. 

 

2.1 Factors Affecting Listening Comprehension 

 Since the 1970s, the status of listening began to change from a neglected field to 

one of increasing importance (Morley, 2001). ESL/EFL research shifted its interest to 

listening. Many studies started to investigate the factors affecting listening 

comprehension and listening instructions (e.g. Chiang & Dunkel, 1992; Markham & 

Latham, 1987; Rost, 1990; Wolvin & Coakley, 1988). Listening began to be taken as a 

crucial and fundamental skill. It is hoped that by understanding the factors that may 

influence listening comprehension, listeners can communicate more fluently and the 

quality of teaching and testing of listening comprehension can also be improved. 

In order to seek the factors affecting listening comprehension, Boyle (1984) 

summarized some factors affecting listening comprehension from the literature and 
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the survey of teachers at secondary and tertiary levels and students in college. 

According to Boyle, there are three important factors: listener factors, speaker factors, 

and factors in the material and medium. The first kind of factor is related to listeners, 

such as their experience in listening to the target language, their general intelligence, 

world knowledge, physical and educational background (age, sex, family background, 

etc.), intellectual factors (like the knowledge of the target language: phonology, lexis, 

syntax, etc.), and psychological factors (motivation and purpose of listening, listeners’ 

interests of the message, etc.). Speaker factors refer to the speakers’ language ability, 

production (such as pronunciation and accent), speech rate, and prestige and 

personality. The last stimuli-related factors include the language used to convey the 

message, the difficulty of the content and concepts, the acoustic environment, and the 

amount of support provided by gestures or visuals. 

Samuels (1984) purposed a framework useful which “forces one to consider the 

numerous interacting factors which influence the comprehension of language” (p. 

183). Basically, the factors were grouped into two parts: inside-the-head factors and 

outside-the-head factors. Inside-the-head factors were categorized into seven subtypes: 

intelligence, language facility, background knowledge and schema, speech registers 

and awareness of contextual influences, metacognitive strategies, kinesics, and 

motivation. Outside-the-head factors referred to discussion topics, speaker awareness 

of audience needs, clarity and speaker effectiveness, and the context. 

Rubin (1994) categorized the previous studies of the factors affecting listening 

comprehension into five categories: text characteristics, interlocutor characteristics, 

task characteristics, listener characteristics, and process characteristics. Text 

characteristics referred to the variation in a listening passage (text) or associated 

visual supports, such as speech rate, hesitation, stress perception, syntactic 

modifications, etc.  Interlocutor characteristics were the variation in the speaker’s 
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personal characteristics. Task characteristics were the variation in the purpose for 

listening and associated responses, like task types. Listener characteristics, similar to 

Boyle’s (1984) listener factors, discussed the variation in the listener’s personal 

characteristics. Thus, research of this kind examined the effects of language 

proficiency level, memory, age, background knowledge, etc. Finally, process 

characteristics focused on the variation in the listener’s cognitive activities and in the 

nature of the interaction between speaker and listener; studies of the listening process 

and listening strategies were of this kind. 

Li (1999) renewed and elaborated the four major factors of Ko’s (cited in Li, 

1999) classifications. Listeners’ factors, which were similar to Boyle’s (1984) listener 

factors and Rubin’s (1994) listeners characteristics, were related to individual 

differences that influenced aural comprehension, such as listeners’ age, intelligence, 

memory, emotional state, etc. Environment-related factors, which were strongly 

related to the influences of the context, include seat arrangement, comfortable setting, 

and the interaction in conversation. Speaker-related factors, similar to Boyle’s speaker 

factor and Rubin’s speaker characteristics and stimuli-related factors, concerned the 

effect of delivery (for example, speech rate, pausing, or speakers’ accent), and the 

prestige and personality of the speaker. The last kind of factor (i.e., stimuli-related 

factors) referred to Boyle’s factors in the material and medium and Rubin’s text 

characteristics. In addition to what Boyle mentioned, there are still other factors; for 

instance, familiarity, text type, repetition, elaboration, chunking, etc. 

 

2.2 Effect of Visual Cues on Listening Comprehension 

In this section, studies of the effect of visual aids in listening comprehension are 

reviewed. There are two parts in this section: section 2.2.1 on the advantages of using 

visual cues in listening tasks and section 2.2.2 against the use of visual aids in 
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listening texts. 

 

2.2.1 Advantages of Using Visual Cues in Listening Comprehension 

 Visual aids are widely used in various levels of foreign language teaching and 

learning (Mueller, 1980; Teng, 1994). Since foreign language learners are facing 

unfamiliar, difficult, and unpredictable materials, additional contextual information 

offered by visual aids would make comprehension easier (Teng, 1994) and it can also 

lower students’ anxiety (Wu et al., 1999; Ye, 2000). Visual cues provide cultural 

information to L2 learners and enable them to predict accurately. They can also offer 

supports during listening by reinforcing the aural messages, or by focusing on 

learners’ attention to important parts of the messages (Garza, 1990). Tuttle (1975) also 

claimed that foreign language learners could “benefit from …visual material” and 

pictures could “prove to be a rich resource in the…classroom” (p. 9). 

The effect of visual cues is still under investigation. Mueller (1980) examined 

the effects of visual cues on listening comprehension. With contextual visual cues 

viewed from an overhead projector, college students in the beginning German class in 

control group were asked to listen to a passage and then recall the content by writing a 

summary. However, the results showed that the effect of visual cues seemed to 

interact with the students’ proficiency level. Visual clues did produce a significant 

difference in Experiment 1, in which the participants were beginners. Yet in 

Experiment 2, in which the participants had higher language proficiency, no 

significant difference was found between the experimental and control groups. 

Mueller concluded that the low proficiency students benefited more from visual cues 

than the high proficiency
1
.  

                                                
1
 Since proficiency is not the main concern of this study, no elaboration is made in this section. Those 

who are interested in this issue may refer to Mueller (1980), Tsai (2002), Chen (2002), Ginther (2002), 

and Wu (2004) for more discussion. 
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Teng (1994) proved that pictorial aids helped technology college students in 

Taiwan significantly in EFL listening comprehension. Students, at a low intermediate 

level, were randomly assigned into three experimental groups (Visual-Before, 

Visual-During and Visual-After) and a control group (No-Visual). The experimental 

groups saw eight related pictures from an overhead projector. Immediately after the 

listening passage, they were asked to answer 10 wh-questions. The results showed 

that the experimental groups all performed significantly better than the control group.  

 Cheng (2000) investigated whether visual cues were helpful to junior high school 

students. In the study, both the control and the experimental groups had to finish five 

tests in different test formats: the experimental group took the tests in pictorial format 

and the control group the tests in written format. The results showed that the 

experimental group performed slightly better than the control group, but the 

difference was not significant. Cheng concluded that the result might be attributed to 

the influence of pictorial ambiguity, as suggested by one of the subjects. Furthermore, 

from the questionnaire and interview, most subjects considered pictorial cues helpful 

to listening comprehension. They also reported that they would not feel so nervous 

when taking listening tests with pictures. In addition, they thought they could get 

good grades and seemed to spend less time on the tests in pictorial format.  

Tsai (2002) investigated the effect of pictures on different genres of listening 

materials. Fist-year senior high school students were randomly assigned to an 

experimental group (with pictorial aids) and a control group (without pictorial aids), 

and asked to listen to two narrative passages in the first week and two descriptive 

passages in the second week. To balance the treatment, the control group listened to 

the materials twice and the experimental group looked at the pictures related to the 

content of the first half part of each passage before listening and listened to the 

articles once. Though there was no significant difference in the overall performance 
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between the two groups, the experimental group performed better on narrative 

passages than the control group; however, there was no significant difference in the 

descriptive passages between the two groups. In addition, the experimental group 

performed better on the narrative passages than the descriptive passages. But the 

control group did not show anydifference between the two types of passages. 

Wu (2004) investigated the effects of timing used in showing pictures on 

listening comprehension. Three levels of junior high school students were asked to 

take two comprehension tests, one with pictures before listening and the other with 

pictures during listening. After the two treatments, the subjects completed a 

questionnaire to reveal their attitude toward the listening test in pictorial format. It 

was found that most students thought that pictures were helpful in listening 

comprehension and that visual aids did raise their interest and attention. As Ye (2000) 

mentioned, the participants also asserted that visual aids help them relieve their 

anxiety in taking the test. 

 

2.2.2 Disadvantages of Using Visual Cues on Listening Comprehension 

There are different opinions toward the effect of visual cues. Pictorial ambiguity 

is always controversial. Harris (1969) indicated that pictures were extremely hard to 

illustrate “simply and unambiguously” (p. 22). Therefore, visual cues can carry more 

information than what the speaker intendes to have and even misleads the 

interpretation of listening passages. As a result, to draw proper pictures is 

time-consuming or demanding for test-constructors (Cheng, 2000). The testing of 

certain structures is quite limited. For example, Dry (1986) mentioned that the tests in 

pictorial format were not good tools for “structures such as yes-no questions” or 

“contrasts such as the differences between ‘could’ and ‘would’” (p. 22). Finally, 

pictures could also become distracters sometimes. Chung’s (1994) subjects reflected 
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that multiple still pictures were somewhat distracting in their comprehension process. 

Dixon (1991) investigated the effects of textual, contextual, cognitive, and 

affective considerations of listening comprehension on university students learning 

Spanish as a foreign language. He found that the subjects with a textual advance 

organizer performed better on L2 listening comprehension than those with visual aids. 

The results supported Dixon’s previous hypothesis that “a textual advance organizer 

constructed at a higher level of generality, inclusiveness, and abstraction than the 

listening material would yield a significance” (p. 25). Also, Chen (2002) compared 

the effect of repeated listening and the presentation of pictures and found that repeated 

listening could help senior high school students more than pictorial aids.  

From the studies reviewed above, we can see that whether visual cues help second 

language learners and test takers to comprehend the aural inputs remains a question. 

While Mueller (1980), Teng (1994), and Tsai (2002) proved that visual cues actually 

could aid language learners and test takers in their listening comprehension, Dixon 

(1991) and Chen (2002) found that pictorial supports were not efficient and 

significant in the listening process. Dixon (1991) concluded that textual organizers 

were more effective in facilitating comprehension. Similarly, Chen (2002) also found 

that compared to repetition, visual supports did not help her students much. Even 

Mueller’s (1980) results were different.  

 

2.3 Effect of Text Types on Listening Comprehension 

In the following section, previous studies about text types are reviewed. One of 

the purposes of the study is to compare the effect of text types (vocabulary, sentences, 

and dialogues) on listening comprehension. However, few studies compare 

vocabulary with statements, or dialogues. Thus, the following review is restricted to 

the studies related to statements and dialogues only.  
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Statements (i.e., sentences) are different from dialogues in nature. According to 

Brown and Yule (1983), discourse can be divided into two categories according to 

their functions: interactional and transactional talks. Statements are more like 

transactional talks, containing more explicit language, complex sentence structure, no 

interaction and less oral features (Luo, 2005). However, dialogues are more similar to 

interactional or interpersonal talks (Luo, 2005), which involve more implicit language, 

simple sentence structure, more interaction and more oral features. The review of 

statements is presented in section 2.3.1 and that of dialogues is in section 2.3.2. 

 

2.3.1 Advantages and Disadvantages of Using Statements in Listening 

Comprehension Tests 

Kitao and Kitao (1996) stated that the advantages of applying statements to 

listening tests included relatively easy to administer, more communicative than many 

other listening tasks, and having beneficial backwash effects. Buck (2001) also 

considered it having the promise of making very simple tests with very little trouble 

and quite suitable for classroom use.  

Kitao and Kitao (1996) also criticized the use of statements for such kinds of test 

items, test takers have to understand and respond properly to listening materials. 

Besides, statements are often lack of context (Yang, 1995) and therefore unrealistic 

(Kitao & Kitao, 1996). Yang (1995) thought statements of TOEFL tests were 

demanding and unnatural since students did not have any contextual cues and 

language redundancy. Therefore, what has been really measured is not the meaning 

but rather the form. Savingnon (1986) suggested the statements should be abandoned 

in listening tests. But, Yang (1995) thought that it was a good way to provide some 

content related pictures or photos as contextual cues. 

Empirical studies on the difficulty level of statements and dialogues proved that 
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statements were more difficult than dialogues. Shohamy and Inbar (1991) studied the 

effect of text types on secondary school students and found that the dialogue was the 

easiest text type among the three
2
 since dialogues involved more oral features. Wu et 

al. (1999) also stated that in their pre-tests, listeners were familiar with WH-questions 

except those initiated with “what” but Yes/No questions seemed to be very difficult 

for low-proficiency listeners. On the whole, statements were not an easy text type for 

low-level test takers since they not only had to understand the meaning of the 

utterances but also had to respond properly.  

 

2.3.2 Advantages and Disadvantages of Using Dialogues in Listening 

Comprehension Tests 

With the help of contextual cues, using dialogues in listening comprehension 

tests seems to avoid the problem with using of statements. Yang (1995) considered 

that dialogues better than statements since dialogues could provide more contextual 

cues. However, as Bachman (1986) pointed out, the test of dialogues in TOEFL 

involve only two speakers, so it is only an extension of the test of statements and the 

abilities tested are of no great difference. Yet, Yang (1995) stated that with some 

flexible adjustment, such as providing simple descriptions about the context before 

the listening passages, the problem with using dialogues could be improved.  

Some empirical studies show that dialogues are indeed more difficult than 

statements. Yen (1987) investigated the listening difficulties encountered by English 

majors in Taiwan. The subjects were given 20 listening passages, including statements 

and conversations, and then explained orally what was in the listening passages. After 

                                                
2 The text types included a consultative dialogue which involved the most oral features, a lecture, and 

a news broadcast, which had the least oral features. Both the lecture and news were monologues while 

the dialogue involved two speakers. The results showed that the text types in both topics followed the 

same hierarchical order of difficulty. The news broadcast was the most difficult and the dialogue was 

the easiest. 
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three kinds of analyses
3
, Yen found that the results corresponded to the general 

knowledge that statements were easier than dialogues. She explained that dialogues 

were more complicated than statements since the listeners not only had to understand 

what each speaker said but also to pay attention to the interactions and connections 

between their words. Although dialogues can provide more contextual cues than 

statements, listeners may not have the time and ability to use these aids because they 

have to do a lot of things in a very short time. Teng (1998) also found that dialogues 

were more difficult than other text types. In her study, technology college students 

listened to an interview and a speech on the same topic. The results showed that the 

students’ performance was constrained by text types, i.e., they performed better on the 

lecture than on the interview. Wu et al. (1999) designed two preliminary tests for the 

listening tests of the GEPT. The subjects included third-year senior high school 

students and college students. Though the difference between the students’ 

performance on statements (Part B) and on dialogues (Part C) was not significant, 

they still performed slightly better on statements than on dialogues. 

 Driven and Taylor (1985) mentioned that “[s]pontaneous conversation is often 

extremely difficult to understand, since the socio-cultural setting, the topic, the 

informal or casual style and the sentence structure may all be very new to the listening 

foreign leaner; also the learner is forced to listen in to a conversation to which (s)he is 

not a participant” (pp. 10-11). Thus, text selection is important. Test designers need to 

choose the dialogues which “allow of understanding from the point of view of 

non-participating listeners” (Driven & Taylor, 1985, p. 11). 

In this section, some studies of text types, especially on statements and dialogues, 

                                                
3
 The first analysis was the Sentence Length and Clause Number Method, which counted the 

sentence/clause length and clause number. The second one was the Transformation Analysis. By 

applying the method, the researcher counted the transformations (transformed sentences such as 

Adj-Preposing, Nominalization, and There-Insertion) occurred in the listening paragraphs. The first two 

methods were applied in Yeh (1985). The third was the Script and Schema Analysis, which examined 

the prior knowledge that listeners needed. 
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have been reviewed. It seems that no final conclusion as to whether sentences or 

dialogues are easier for listeners, especially at the elementary level. Therefore, it is 

necessary to investigate which text types may influence elementary listening 

comprehension. 

 

2.4 Issues in the Degree of Topic Familiarity 

In this section, studies of the contrast between familiar and unfamiliar topics are 

reviewed. And more familiar and less familiar topics are discussed from the 

perspectives of schema theory and cognitive science. 

  

2.4.1 Effect of Familiar/ Unfamiliar Topics 

In Long (1990), one hundred and eighty-eight university students learning 

Spanish as a foreign language (SFL) for the third quarter participated in his 

experiment. Before the experiment, Long surveyed the participants’ knowledge of the 

target topics (the gold rush and a rock band, U2). It was found that the students 

possessed less information about the gold rush than the rock band. Two measures 

were used: a recall protocol and a recognition test with a checklist of the paraphrased 

statements. The results showed that the students produced significantly higher number 

of correct idea units about the rock passage than the other passage. Schmidt-Rinehart 

(1994) studied SFL university students’ prior knowledge about natural speech. Three 

groups of students were asked to listen to two passages with different familiarity
4
 

twice and to implement an immediate written recall in English. After the analysis of 

variance with repeated measures, it showed that the students recalled more 

                                                
4 Students were from three intact sections of first, second, and third-quarter Spanish course. The 

listening passages were spoken in a conversational manner. The familiar passage was about Hispanic 

universities, and the novel passage was about going for a walk in the park. The subjects who reported 

being unfamiliar about the former and having background knowledge about the later passage were 

excluded from data analysis. 
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information about the familiar topic regardless of their proficiency level. 

 Markham and Latham (1987) examined whether the religious background of 

ESL learners had an impact on their listening comprehension. Sixty-five advanced 

university students reported that they were either Moslems, Christians, or 

religion-neutral
5
. They were asked to listen to two prose passages: one about Islamic 

prayer rituals and the other about Christian prayer rituals. Both quantitative and 

qualitative data were collected. At first, the participants listened to the first passage 

and wrote a recall of the listening material and then they listened and did the written 

recall again. The same procedure went for the second listening passage. Then six of 

the participants did the retrospective interview to gain more thorough information. 

The results showed that the Christians recalled more idea units, more elaborations, 

and fewer distortions than the other two groups in listening to the Christian passage. 

Similarly, the Moslems performed much better than the other two groups in listening 

to the Islamic passage. 

Several EFL studies on senior high and college students in Taiwan further proved 

the effectiveness of topic familiarity. Chiang and Dunkel (1992) conducted an 

experiment on the effect of speech modification, prior knowledge, and listening 

proficiency on EFL lecture comprehension. Taiwanese male undergraduates at an 

intermediate level of English from the Chinese Naval Academy School listened to two 

lectures and then took a multiple-choice test. On the post-lecture comprehension tests, 

the subjects scored higher on the familiar topic passage. 

Yang (2002) investigated the effects of text difficulty and topic familiarity on 

listening comprehension. Seven third-year senior high school students participated in 

the study. The data were collected through recall protocols and an interview. Four 

students with a below-average listening level received higher percentage scores on 

                                                
5 There were 16 Moslems, 21 Christians, and 28 religion-neutral people. 
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topic-familiar texts than on topic-unfamiliar texts
6
. For those at an above-average 

listening level, the sole effect of topic familiarity on their comprehension process was 

not as obvious as that of topic familiarity at the lower-level listeners. In other words, 

when an EFL listener’s listening proficiency reaches a certain level, the topic 

familiarity may not be so critical in the comprehension process. This conclusion 

contradicts to that of Lai (2004), who found first-year senior high school students 

performed significantly better on “Halloween” than on “St. Patrick’s Day” in their 

listening test because they were taught relevant information and vocabulary regarding 

the former before the test.  

However, background knowledge is not always helpful. Long (1990) found a 

dysfunctional effect of prior knowledge on listening comprehension. Some learners 

distorted what they had heard and produced incongruent information. Thus, he 

concluded that “schemata can hurt, as well as help” listening comprehension (p. 73). 

Hu (2000) investigated the effects of knowledge of topical background, textual 

vocabulary, and proficiency level on listening comprehension, and found that senior 

and college subjects did not perform significantly different with neither topical 

background knowledge nor on textual vocabulary knowledge. Yang (2002) also found 

that prior knowledge hindered some students from comprehension. 

 

2.4.2 Hierarchy of Topic Familiarity 

 Not much research has been done on the differences between the degree of topic 

familiarity on listening comprehension. Pulido (2004) examined the relationship 

between L2 reading comprehension, intake, gain, and retention of new lexical items 

from the reading passage. The effect of topic familiarity on the above relationships 

                                                
6
 There are four listening passages chosen in the test. Both “Jackie Chan” and “Confucius” are familiar 

topic. The other two unfamiliar topics are “Clare Boothe Luce” and “Sakuliu.” 
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was also discussed. The results showed that more semantic propositions were recalled 

from the more familiar stories than the less familiar ones significantly. 

 From the viewpoint of cognitive psychology, familiarity surely influences 

students’ performance. Ausubel (1968) claimed that prior knowledge could provide an 

“ideational scaffolding” for new information. This kind of scaffolding keeps 

information distinctly in memory for a longer time. With similar ideas in a different 

framework, Anderson and Render (1979) discussed the notions of depth of processing 

(DOP). Their framework stated that any factor, such as familiarity of certain topics, 

that stimulates elaborative processing of information would produce a greater number 

of retrieval pathways in memory and thus would facilitate recall in most cases. Gagné 

et al. (1985) investigated whether familiarity affected retrieval of information, and 

found that recall of the high-familiarity paragraphs was greater than that of the 

moderate-familiarity paragraphs, which indicated that familiarity affected retrieval 

processes. This conclusion is also echoed Ausubel (1968) and Anderson and Reder 

(1979) who suggested more familiar material should be stored in a more structured or 

more elaborate way in our long-term memory, and thus more elaborate representation 

makes retrieval easier by providing alternate retrieval pathways. 

Topic familiarity, as shown in the above review, is a crucial element in the 

listening process. Students with the target background knowledge can comprehension 

the listening passage better, as shown in Markham and Latham (1987), Long (1990), 

Chiang and Dunkel (1992), Schmidt-Rinehart (1994), Hu (2000), Yang (2002), Lai 

(2004), and Pulido (2004). However, most of the comparisons are between two 

extreme: familiar and unfamiliar topics (Chiang & Dunkel, 1992; Hu, 2000; Lai, 2004; 

Long, 1990; Markham & Latham, 1987; Schmidt-Rinehart, 1994; Yang, 2002). Very 

little research (Gagné et al., 1985; Puliod, 2004) has been devoted to different degrees 

of topic familiarity, i.e., more familiar and less familiar topics, which is the area the 
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present study would like to explore. 

 

2.5 Issues in the Number of Years of Learning 

As to the issue about the numbers of years of learning, it is still under great 

dispute. In the following sections, the pros and cons of this issue are reviewed.  

 

2.5.1 Arguments for an Early Start 

Many scholars (e.g. Johnstone, 1994; Lee, 1988) argue that language learners 

should have earlier immersion, such as “the earlier, the better” thought of language 

learning. Chomsky (1965) proposed that children were born with a “language 

acquisition device” (LAD) that they can learn from the “impoverished data” of human 

speech around them with ease and rapidity. Lee (1988) and Johnstone (1994) argued 

for early second language learning since it can increase the number of years of 

learning and help students to understand better and thus acquire sophisticated 

language skills.  

 Lots of empirical studies support that language learners should have an early 

start. In Chang and Huang’s (1990) study on the academic achievement and early 

English immersion, it was found that those students with English exposure before 

they entered junior high school performed better in listening than those who did not. 

According to Wei (1997), the number of years of learning is a significant variable for 

the subjects’ overall performance on relative clauses
7
. Liu and Chen (2004) also found 

that the number of years of learning influenced the performances on the acquisition of 

relative clauses of their third-grade junior high school students. Those who started 

English learning in the elementary school for 4 to 6 years (with 4.29 years on average) 

                                                
7
 Three groups of subjects participated in the study. Students in Group Ⅰ (third year in junior high 

school) learned English for 3.43 years on average, those in Group Ⅱ (first graders in senior high 

school) for 4.4 years, and those in Group Ⅲ (sophomores in senior high school) for 5.8 years. 
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performed significantly better than the other two groups (one without English 

exposure before entering junior high and the other with English learning for 2 to 3 

years).  

 

2.5.2 Arguments against an Early Start 

There are many researchers possessing negative opinions toward the influence of 

early immersion. Burstall (1975) conducted a ten-year longitudinal study on the early 

instruction of French in Britain to see whether to start at the age of eight would be 

more beneficial than to start at the age of eleven. After studying the 17,000 children’s 

learning progress, he found that there was no advantage in learners’ early instruction 

to French, concerning most language skills. Late starters performed as well as, and 

even better than, the early starters on reading and writing tests. Snow and 

Hoefnagel-Hohle (1978) studied different age groups of the Dutch learners of native 

British in Holland and found that young learners, though improving as well, 

progressed less than the older learners in syntax and vocabulary. Genesee (1981) 

compared the Early Immersion and the Late Immersion Program in Canada and found 

that the seventh and eighth graders, who had had two years of L2 learning, achieved 

the same level of proficiency as the ninth graders, who had learned the target language 

since kindergarten, i.e., more than nine years.  

In Taiwan, several studies also showed that the early immersion of English does 

not guarantee the outcome. Tsao et al. (1992, 1994) in their three-year follow-up 

study of early English immersion of third graders concluded that although the subjects 

could benefit from early immersion especially in listening and speaking, their 

grammar was not much improved. Chen and Sung (1998) found that although the 

university students, who had the longest period of learning on English reflexives (6.5 

years on average), seemed to perform slightly better than the senior high students (4.5 
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years on average) and the junior high students (2.5 years on average), the difference 

was not significant.  

To sum up, whether longer exposure does make a difference remains an issue. 

Therefore, the present study aims to further investigate this issue in the field of 

listening. 

 

2.6 Related Studies of Factors Affecting Listening Comprehension  

 In this section, three studies that are most related to the present study will be 

reviewed. Chen and Luo’s (2002) study is the investigation of visual cues and the 

number of years of learning, as in section 2.6.1. Ginther’s (2002) study is about visual 

cues and text types, as in section 2.6.2. In section 2.6.3, Luo’s (2005) study is related 

to visual cues and text types. 

 

2.6.1 Chen and Luo (2002) 

 Chen and Luo aimed to investigate the relationship between picture cues, textual 

cues, as well as the number of years of English learning, and listening comprehension 

for elementary learners. Thirty-six fifth graders in a Taipei City elementary school 

participated in their study. The subjects were asked to fill in a questionnaire to offer 

more information of their background, and later were divided into four groups 

according to their number of years of learning
8
. They had to take three formats of tests, 

i.e., a test with picture cues only (Test 1), a test with both picture and textual cues 

(Test 2), and a test with textual cues only (Test 3). The listening materials were taped 

by two non-native speakers at a speed of 150 wpm. 

                                                
8
 There were four groups: students starting to learn English since their kindergarten (five years), 

students starting to learn English since first grade (four years), students starting to learn English since 

their second grade (three years), and students starting to learn English since their third grade (two 

years). 
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  The result showed that the students did not differ in their performance 

significantly among the three formats of tests (F (2, 105) = 0.58, p> .05). The reason 

might be that most students had learned English for more than two years and thus they 

could adopt either kind of visual cues to foster their comprehension. Second, the years 

of learning also made some difference in student performance, though it might not be 

a significant factor. The subjects of different years of English exposure did not 

perform significantly from each other on the three tests. Therefore, those who had 

learned English for a longer period of time performed slightly better than those who 

had a late start with their English learning.  

Though neither test format (types of visual cues) nor proficiency level (the 

number of years of learning) affected the subjects’ performance significantly, it is 

worth noticing that, from the questionnaire, only 20% of the subjects preferred visual 

format. Yet, more than half of them favored a combination of the two formats and the 

difference was very significant. When asked which kind of test was most helpful to 

them, more than forty percent of the subjects answered Tests 2 (the combination of 

pictorial and textual format) and 3 (the textual format), while 18% of them answered 

Test 1 (the pictorial format). Furthermore, most students welcomed the combination 

of picture and textual cues in their future listening test much more than picture or 

textual format and the difference was significant. The results were somewhat different 

from other studies, whose participants usually preferred the picture formats than 

textual format and thought visual cues helpful to their listening comprehension, such 

as Cheng (2000). Chen and Luo concluded that the cause might be that students think 

“textual cues are more challenging” (2002, p. 467). 

Though this study reflected that visual cues were not so helpful as theorists 

imagined, the insignificant differences might be the results of picture ambiguity (Luo, 

2005). The picture aids in the tests were hand-drawings. It may mislead the test takers 
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in their interpretation. 

 

2.6.2 Ginther (2002) 

 The computer-based TOEFL has incorporated visual stimuli in the listening 

comprehension sections. Thus, Ginther hoped to investigate whether the test outcome 

would be affected by different types of visual accompaniment and types of stimuli. 

One hundred and sixty ESL volunteers, half classified as high proficiency and half 

either visiting scholars or from the Married Student Housing English as a Second 

Language Program as low proficiency level
9
, participated in the study. Four kinds of 

experimental stimuli were used in the study: Dialogues/Short Conversations with 

context visuals, Academic Discussions with context visuals, Mini-talks with context 

visuals, and Mini-talks with content visuals. Later they were subdivided into two 

subsets so that the sets could be presented with or without visual cues. Thus, there 

were eight experimental stimuli sets, with 5 items in each subset. Later Ginther used a 

nested cross-over design (participants nested in proficiency level and test form) to 

assign participants into 16 forms of listening test. By using the cross-over design, the 

effect of the order of presentation of stimulus types and visual conditions could be 

counterbalanced. Each participant had to complete 40 items of computer-based 

TOEFL listening comprehension test. 

 The result showed that the presence or absence of visuals was not significant. 

However, the interaction between stimulus type and proficiency, stimulus type and 

visual condition, and also stimulus type and time were significant. The significance of 

the interaction between stimulus types and proficiency showed that while the 

difficulty levels of different stimulus types were the same for both groups 

                                                
9
 None of the low proficient subjects had been admitted into the state university in the Midwest or had 

been in the USA for more than two months. 
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(Dialoges/Short Conversations, Mini-talks with content visuals, Academic 

Discussions, and Mini-talks with context visual, in the ascending order of difficulty), 

the gap in performance between Academic Discussions and Mini-talks with context 

visual was less pronounced for the high proficiency group.  

The significance of stimulus type by visual condition confirmed previous studies 

that only visuals that could replace participants’ visual imagery, i.e., content visual 

cues, facilitate listening comprehensions. With the presence of the content visuals, the 

participants at different proficiency levels could use the information presented in the 

form of visual stimuli to foster their understanding. On the other hand, other kinds of 

visual supports, i.e., the context visual here, or led to debilitating effects, such as the 

conditions that context visuals accompanied Mini-talks. Context visuals debilitated 

the examinees’ performance by distracting their attention to pictures not related to the 

content in the listening passages. Contextual cues would activate examinees’ certain 

mental scripts; however, the tests did not test participants on the setting of the scene. 

The participants did slightly better on the Academic Discussions than on the Short 

Conversations. 

The researcher also discussed the factor of time on the test results. In the main 

effect analysis, time is a significant factor, but with a significance of stimulus types. 

Thus, the practice effect (only with Dialogues/short Conversations) did exist. The last 

two-way interaction analysis was between proficiency level and visual conditions. 

There was no significant interaction. 

The three-way interaction between proficiency, stimulus types, and visual 

conditions were not significant. Yet, the significance of the interaction between 

stimulus type and visual condition indicated that proficiency did not influence the 

facilitation to occur. The absence of an interaction associated with proficiency by 

visual condition also supports this finding. Thus, as long as the visual stimuli can 
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complement the listening part, the performance of both groups could be facilitated.  

 

2.6.3 Luo (2005)  

Luo (2005) conducted a study to investigate the effect of test formats, text types, 

strategy use, and the relationship between test formats, text types, and strategy use. 

The subjects were sixty-five third graders in senior high school, including 32 students 

ranked at the top 30% as the high proficiency (HP) group and 33 students at the 

bottom 30% as the low proficiency (LP) group. They were asked to do a listening 

comprehension test and then to finish a questionnaire about their personal information 

and strategy use situations. The listening comprehension test included three parts: Part 

A was statements in pictorial format, Part B was statements without pictorial cues, 

and Part C was dialogues without pictorial cues. The subjects needed to answer 45 

questions in total and the question types they encountered included statements and 

dialogues. 

 The results showed that test formats did influence greatly on the test takers’ 

performance. That is, they performed significantly better on the picture format and the 

statement sections. Luo also found that the gap between the means of the two groups 

on picture-format tests (26.88 vs. 16.85) was smaller than that on non-picture ones 

(24.94 vs. 12.42). Text types also influenced significantly on students’ listening 

comprehension. Regardless of their proficiency levels, the students performed better 

on statements than on dialogues, which supported previous studies such as Wu et al. 

(1999) and Yen (1987).  

As to the strategy use situation, the HP group used more listening strategies than 

the LP group, which corresponding to other studies like Teng (1996) and Wang (2002). 

However, the subjects did not differ in all six kinds of strategies. The main differences 

were in the use of the compensation strategy, metacognitive strategy, and social 



 29 

strategy.  

When considering the relationship between strategy use and test formats, Luo 

found that the metacognitive strategy had a positive relation with both test formats. 

The affective strategy was negatively related to the subjects’ listening performance on 

the tests in pictorial format significantly.  

The last research question was about the relationship between strategy use and 

text types. Similar to the situation of strategy use and test formats, the metacognitive 

strategy was positively related to the listeners’ performance on both statements and 

dialogues. On the other hand, the affective strategy was negatively related to the 

students’ performance on statements and the social strategy was positively related to 

dialogues. 

 In this section, the researcher has looked into three studies related to the present 

study, one on both visual cues and the number of years of learning and two on both 

visual cues and text types. As to visual cues, Chen and Luo (2002) studied elementary 

school students, Ginther (2002) examined college and graduate students, and Luo 

(2005) examined senior high school students. Yet, whether visual aids are helpful is 

still a question. Therefore, there is a need to further investigate the effect of visual 

aids. As to the number of years of learning, though the influence was not significant in 

Chen and Luo’s (2002) study, subjects with a longer period of learning seemed to 

performed better than those with a late start. The other variable, text types, seems to 

influence students’ performance in both Ginther (2002) and Luo’s (2005) study. Yet, 

Ginther’s subjects were adults and those of Luo’s were senior high school students. 

Thus, the results may not be generalized to elementary students and we need to 

re-examine this variable with young beginners. 
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2.6 Summary of Chapter Two  

In this chapter, several factors related to listening comprehension, including visual 

aids, text types, the degree of topic familiarity, and the number of years of learning, 

have been reviewed. Some researchers indicated that visual cues are helpful to lower 

students’ anxiety (Wu et al., 1999; Ye, 2000) and arouse interest (Wright, 1989). A lot 

of studies also support the benefits of visual aids (e.g. Mueller, 1980; Wu, 2004). 

However, some studies claim that they are not so useful (e.g. Chen, 2001; Dixon, 

1991). Different text types do influence students’ performance on listening 

comprehension. Yet, there is no final conclusion which is the most difficult text type 

between statements and conversations. The effect of the degree of topic familiarity 

has not thoroughly discussed. Most research focuses on the two extreme of unfamiliar 

and familiar topics (e.g. Lai, 2004; Yang, 2002). But the comparison between more 

and less familiar is rarely investigated. From the meager literature this variable seems 

to influence reading comprehension (Gagné et al., 1985; Pulido, 2004), yet whether 

this result can be generalized to listening is not sure. Finally, the issue of the number 

of years of learning has been debated for decades, but we still cannot find a consistent 

result to the question as to whether longer exposure is better from the pros (e.g. Liu & 

Chen, 2004; Wei, 1997) and cons (e.g. Tsao et al., 1992, 1994). From the related 

studies, there is a clear trend that the factors affecting listening comprehension have 

not been investigated thoroughly. Most related studies examine two factors, such as 

visual cues (Chen & Luo, 2002; Ginther, 2002; Luo, 2005), text types (Ginther, 2002; 

Luo, 2005), or the number of years of learning (Chen & Luo, 2002). However, there is 

still no agreement on whether those factors affect learners’ listening comprehension, 

especially young beginners like elementary school students. Therefore, it is necessary 

to investigate the effects of visual cues, text types, the number of years of learning, 

and the degree of topic familiarity on listening comprehension. 
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